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DNA — the Secret of Life, the first
instalment of a four-part
celebration of the double helix
showing initially on Britain’s
(Channel 4), did not start well.
Some dodgy syntax (“There are a
small group of pioneers...”) was
complemented by several dodgy
statements. Almost no-one knew
of the existence of DNA, the
presenter said, until 50 years ago.
At that time, moreover, ‘all that
was known about life was what
could be seen down a
microscope’. Really? After more
than half a century of biochemistry
and genetics?
Once under way, the
programme improved
dramatically. Apart from
surprisingly cursory coverage of
the genetic code, it explained the
underlying science as vividly as it
highlighted the behaviour of the
main characters. There was an
excellent analogy to illustrate
X-ray crystallography — shining a
spotlight onto a crystal chandelier
to determine its structure from the
patterns reflected on a nearby
wall. And care was taken to show
how, by determining the spatial
arrangement of the four bases in
the DNA molecule, Jim Watson
and Francis Crick hoped to
deduce their function.
The complex relationships
between the Cambridge duo,
Maurice Wilkins and Rosalind
Franklin at opposite ends of a
corridor in King’s College,
London, and Linus Pauling at
Caltech were portrayed about as
fairly and accurately as they could
be in a programme of just an hour.
Wilkins had undoubtedly “let the
cat out of the bag”, said Ray
Gosling, when he showed one of
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Franklin’s X-ray pictures to
Watson, who realised at once that
it provided crucial evidence for
the double helix. “But science is
not supposed to be kept in bags,
any more than cats,” Wilkins
responded. His sombre mien
contrasted sadly with the story of
robust commercialisation which
came later.
Gosling’s view was that “Rosy
would have been appalled to learn
that they had taken quite so much
detail of her current work and put
it into their model”. On the other
hand, Franklin may have been
unwise to laugh dismissively when
Watson and Crick showed her
their first, imperfect model. For no
particular reason, Gosling also
opined that Franklin’s hair was “in
no particular arrangement”.
The human factor emerged
again in comments about Pauling
and his erroneous model, “No-one
at Caltech had the courage to tell
Pauling that it was wrong,”
Watson said. “Linus was like the
Pope. He wasn’t used to people
saying he was wrong.” More
questionable was Peter Pauling’s
remark: “For Pah, DNA was just a
substance like sodium chloride.”
No, it was not. Neither was it
uncontroversial, as Maurice
Wilkins believed when he selected
DNA as a research topic, after
working on the Bomb during
wartime. The succeeding episode,
After DNA: The Story of Life,
opened with the storm of
controversy that accompanied the
advent of recombinant DNA.
There was needless hyperbole
in the description of the first
genetic engineers (“With their new
powers, they could accelerate
evolution according to their own
designs and alter the destiny of
life on earth”). But the programme
put into true perspective both the
reasonable concerns of people
such as Paul Berg, which led to
the Asilomar conference of 1975,
and the unreasonable assertions
of Alfred Velluccci, Mayor of
Cambridge, Massachusetts,
whose rantings helped to eject
Walter Gilbert and his work from
Harvard. “They don’t even know
what’s going to come out of their
experimentation,” said Vellucci. “It
could be anything; contamination,
infections, and suddenly they 
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could crawl out of the laboratory,
such as a Frankenstein”.
The giddy business climate of
the times, with the inception of
Genentech and other
biotechnology firms, came over
strongly, as did anxieties which
returned in full measure two
decades later. “If they could
modify farm crops to resist
disease and improve yields,
Monsanto might one day be able
to control the world’s food
production,” the voice-over said
at one point.
Unlike many recent
commentators, the programme
was careful to distinguish
technical questions about the
safety of genetic modification
from those that reflect instead
concerns over issues such as the
power of multinational companies
and the impact of novel
technologies on north–south
geopolitics. Paul Berg, a pioneer
of the technology as well as an
early whistle-blower, said he was
concerned that the first
commercial products of crop
manipulation had all been
beneficial for farmers and
companies but not for consumers.
Sadly, After DNA: The Story of
Life failed to examine today’s
furore over GM food in light of the
anxieties expressed in the early
1970s. A dispassionate comparison
of this sort would have revealed
two crucial things. Firstly, the early
calls for caution, moratoria and
practical care led to the
establishment of stringent regul-
ations for GM work that continue to
be applied throughout the world
over a quarter of a century later.
The technology is neither new nor
‘out of control’, as opponents
claim. Secondly, none of the
apocalyptic prophecies about GM
organisms in the environment — of
unstoppable epidemics and
environmental disasters, for
example — have come to pass in
the intervening years.
Those two points, with chapters
and verses, would have been
valuable correctives in the present
climate, within which rejection of
GM is an essential article of faith
for politically correct discussants
in the pub and at the dinner party.
The programme makers seemed
reluctant to reach any strong
conclusions at all about the safety
and utility of genetic manipulation,
preferring instead the
platitudinous ‘only time will tell’. I
prefer Jim Watson’s verdict on the
opponents: “These people want
the world to stay as it is. I don’t
want the world to stay as it is.”
Bernard Dixon, based in London, is
European editor for the American
Association for Microbiology.
Big anniversaries give editors
heartburn. On the one hand,
journalists love to commemorate
events on years that have nice
round numbers. On the other
hand, they always want to be first
with a story, so it’s oh so hard to
wait for the actual date, knowing
that the competition most likely
won’t.
Editors around the world have
been dancing this minuet in recent
months, as we’ve passed various
anniversaries relating to the
discovery of the structure of DNA.
The Associated Press got out of
the blocks in early February, using
the old 50-years-ago-this-month
trick. Most others, however waited
patiently until at least the week of
the actual anniversary of the
discovery — which was February
28th.
More than one journalist
dredged up the classic lore of the
discovery and made it the lead of
the story. The Times of London
was just one of the papers to
capitalize on this: “Fifty years ago
today, Francis Crick, a Cambridge
University physicist, walked into
the city’s Eagle pub with his
collaborator, James Watson, and
announced: ‘We have discovered
the secret of life’.” The anecdotes
go on to relate how Crick’s wife
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